Triggering a phase transition by a spatially localized laser pulse: role of strain.
We report here the optical microscopic imaging of a first-order phase transition induced by a nanosecond laser pulse (532 nm) in a single crystal of the molecular spin-crossover complex [Fe(bapbpy)(NCS)(2)]. The transition starts with the formation of a high spin domain in the region irradiated by the focused laser beam, followed by the subsequent growth or contraction of the initial domain. Remarkably, in otherwise identical experimental conditions one can observe either the irreversible transition of the whole crystal or merely the formation of a transient domain-depending on which region of the crystal is excited. This observation as well as the rather slow dynamics suggest that the main control parameter is the inhomogeneous accommodation strain, which destabilizes the photoinduced domain.